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Abstract

Winter tourism and its associated development has reshaped mountain communities of France and established itself as a major eco-
nomic engine at a micro and macro scale. However, ski resorts built around this economic model are facing an increasingly uncertain
snow future, especially at mid-mountain altitudes. In this paper, we examine the case of a mid-mountain community in the Alps that
initiated a collaborative planning effort to decide the fate of their loss-generating ski lift equipment. This case illustrates that climate
change adaptation is not a mere question of pecuniary or normative decisions. Rather, to better understand the forces at play, we take
a territorial transitions approach to examine the multi-scalar inertial forces in the material, institutional, and ideal dimensions of this
community.
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1. Introduction

Fluid mechanics provides an apt analogy for what many territories are facing in terms of direct and indirect im-
pacts of anthropogenic global warming—it defines three flow phases: laminar, turbulent, and transitional. Lami-
nar flow mirrors harmonious territorial operations, turbulent flow represents chaotic and unpredictable disrup-
tions of territorial systems, and transitional flow reflects territorial systems between the former two regimes,
oscillating between stability and instability. In this paper, we focus on the French Alps, which exemplify a transi-
tional “flow" (territorial) phase. In France—a country facing average temperatures increases greater than Europe
and the world, on average (FAQ, 2023)—areas at greater altitude are facing even faster warming than those at
lower altitudes (Adler et al, 2023). Thus, the mountains of France are seeing decreasing snowpacks, especially
at mid-altitudes, and increasing uncertain snow regimes (Dayon et al,, 2018; Gerbaux et al., 2020). This poses an
existential problem in many communities whose economies were built around ski resort tourism (Spandre et
al, 2019; Steiger et al, 2019; Francois et al,, 2023; Berard-Chenu, Métral and Cognard, 2024, Bonanomi et al., 2024).

For better or for worse, these mountain communities offer an opportunity to gain important lessons for areas
around the world that are facing economic transitions as a direct or indirect impact of climate change. In an
essay about declining tourism prospects due to increasingly uncertain snowpack of mountain territories built
around ski resort tourism, Bourdeau (2009) describes the French Alps as a “laboratory of post-tourism experi-
mentation.” The author hypothesises that with climate change, mountains could return to a pre-ski development
model of the mountain is the summer vacation destination of the coming decades, supporting this hypothesis
through evidence of growing residential transition of mountain tourist areas, lifestyles that support more place-
based activities, and a declining interest in long-distance travel (Bourdeau, 2012). Whereas this represents a
rather radical interpretation of the tourism and population signals in mountain territories, it does however rep-
resent one bookend scenario of possible futures for individual ski resort villages among a plethora of possible
trajectories based on climate, economic, and cultural forces. For the ski resort villages most impacted by these
exogenous forces, there is a clear role for planning in directing these territories through their transitional phase
towards stability (laminar) and away from instability (turbulent).

Post-modern planning has produced a fractalized landscape of many normative (post-positivist) theories (All-
mendinger, 2002). In its essence, normativity in planning is driven by what we should do because it's the right
thing to do for the future (Healey, 2003), although there are many arguments to be made around the meanings
hidden behind each loaded word. In contemporary times, we have an unequivocal global consensus based on
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decades of research that indicates that we should adapt to climate change impacts because it is the right thing
to do for the future (IPCC, 2023). Yet, we also have ample evidence that, on a global scale, governments are not
meeting the pace and scale of adaptation needs (Berrang-Ford et al., 2021). Zooming into the local-level, there
may be a plethora of valid reasons (Rittel and Webber, 1973) why climate adaptation measures are difficult to
implement, inadequate, or ineffective (including important cultural, psychological, and political reasons). None-
theless, it raises the question of whether our current planning paradigms are equipped to address contempo-
rary challenges effectively, both in terms of scale and pace, to find stability with future climate regimes. Indeed,
Pavoni et al. (2024, p. 1) pose a critically relevant question to planners: “What if the problem with planning was
its very relation with normativity and future?” Indeed, planning is challenged by the very nature of adaptation,
which cannot be confined to frameworks and requires a constant process of learning and adjustment.

While there are many strands of post-positivist planning theories, collaborative planning remains a dominant
theory in post-modern planning (Tewdwr-Jones and Allmendinger, 2002). In this paper, we aim to take a closer
look at the collaborative planning processes relation with normativity and the future to understand some of the
tangible and less tangible elements that constrain outcomes (i.e., non-transformative planning efforts that do
not seem to meet climate adaptation needs). Pavoni et al. (2024) interrogate these notions of normativity and the
future, suggesting planning “not as a strategy to act in the present in order to build a different future, but rather
as a strategy to release in the present those futurial presences...that are already there.” Our goal of this paper is
to examine how collaborative planning can be used to help release a territory from its inertial forces that tran-
scend our abstractions of the future, and at the same time manage transitions without necessarily transforming
all outputs.

In this paper, we consider a collaborative planning process taking place in the Chartreuse Mountains of the French
Alps. La Montagne Autrement 2030, is a local effort focused on the ski resort village of Saint-Pierre-de-Chartreuse
(SPC) concentrating on an imminent and divisive decision facing the community on what to do with their ski lift
equipment. We aim to take a closer look at the tangible and less tangible elements that can constrain territorial
transitions and the role of the collaborative planning effort.

2. Background

2.1. Setting the scene: the rise of winter tourism in France

Itis no coincidence that the growth of winter sports tourism corresponds to the mechanisation and motorising
of snow removal equipment in the wake of the world wars, but the idea and allure of ski sports was slowly being
developed and implanted into the imaginaries well before. In France, we can trace some of the major factors that
contributed to the rise of ski tourism and the eventual widespread establishment of ski resorts across high alti-
tude spaces (Figure 1). With the establishment of the first ski clubs at the end of the 19th century and beginning
of the 20th century, the Alps played a major role in the rise of skiin France and the eventual establishment of the
first generation of ski resorts. During WWII under the Vichy Regime, mountains were used as a ‘tool’ for the mas-
culinisation of young boys under an educational philosophy emphasising physical fitness and outdoor training,
again with a focus on the Alps. Following the war, populations movements towards economic opportunity led to
a trend of rural flight and decline in agriculture that impacted mountain territories.
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Figure 1. The shift of mountains in France from summer destinations to winter destinations was driven by the
alignment of many events over the course of nearly a century. Ski and winter tourism remains important to the
economy and culture in France. However, despite the strong heritage of ski resort development, the future of
winter tourism is becoming increasingly uncertain with climate change. The future of individual ski resorts is
contextual, with some ski resorts continuing investments in ski tourism with success,
while others are phasing out ski.

In recognising the potential of winter tourism as a means to boost the economy in these mountain territories,
the French government began identifying locations favourable to skiing and investing in infrastructure, leading
to the so-called second generation of ski resorts similar to Courchevel (Cumin, 1974). The continuing rise in the
popularity of skiing, its marketing, continued technological improvements of ski infrastructure and the profit-
ability of the ski resorts eventually set the stage for the emergence of the Plans Neige by the French government
and the emergence of a third generation of ski resorts. These were a series of “Snow Plans” starting in 1964 that
outlined widescale development of purpose-built ski resorts, called integrated resorts often built ex-nihilo with
the developer playing a major role (Perret, 1992). Between 1964 and 1977, the Plans Neige led to the wide-scale
development of many new ski resorts and the renewal existing resorts. By the late 1970s, the development fren-
zy driven by the Plans Neige was waning, as the initial motives—curbing rural exodus and boosting mountain
economies—were challenged by new concerns. Ski resort expansion faced growing criticism, not only for its
environmental impacts from unbridled urban planning and enormous accommodation capacities but also from
external actors who promoted efforts to restore local control and create more balanced development. Land was
increasingly designated for protection through National Parks, in attempting to counterpoise tourism-driven
economic growth with environmental safeguards. Nevertheless, ski resort development continued into the end
of the 20th century even if at a slower clip.

2.2. The writing “in the snow”

The imprint of ski and winter mountain tourism since its accession in the mid-20th century remains strong. How-
ever, across France, as well as Europe and in many places around the world, ski resorts with winter sports-based
economies are facing existential questions about their future with an increasingly uncertain snowpack (Steiger
et al,, 2019; Francois et al., 2023; Dumont et al., 2025). While many ski resorts use snowmaking and snow grooming
to ensure continuous operations in spite of decreasing snow conditions (Damm, Kéberl and Prettenthaler, 2014,
Schlegel and Schuck, 2024), there are many questions about its continued function as climate change impacts
continue to amplify (Spandre et al, 2019; Berard-Chenu et al., 2021; Morin et al,, 2023; Scott, Knowles and Steiger,
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2024). Indeed, without snowmaking, Francois et al. (2023) estimate that with 4°C warming, 98% of ski resorts
across 28 European countries are at a very high risk for snow supply. Whereas, the number drops to 71% with
snowmaking, but raises very serious questions about the its contribution to the vicious cycle of electricity and
water demand, carbon footprint, and further contributions to local impacts and global warming, by becoming
maladaptive strategies.

With the recognition that the French ski business model is becoming increasingly financially and environmental-
ly unsustainable for many ski resorts (Cour de comptes, 2024), questions emerge about the future of these moun-
tain spaces. Diversification has long been and continues to be a strategy for shifting away from a dependence
on winter sports tourism, especially for mid-mountain ski resorts that are on the frontlines of global warming
impacts (Achin, 2015; Rouch, George and Rieutort, 2022; Steiger et al,, 2024). However, in the process of moving
away from a solely ski-based economy, it is important in the planning of such transitions to consider the wider
territory and not just the ski resort concerned (Achin and George-Marcelpoil, 2013), as well as other socio-cultural
forces beyond tourism that play a role in reshaping these territories in transition (Bourdeau, 2012, 2021).

3. Methodological Notes

3.1. Defining territorial transitions

Taking a broad historical view of a territory allows us to trace major transitions and the forces that shaped them,
as seen in the rise of winter tourism in France. However, when it comes to adapting to climate change, the past
not only sets constraints on future possibilities but also interacts with dynamic factors that shape the range
of viable solutions (Haasnoot et al., 2020). This is referred to as “path-dependency,” which helps understand the
possible range of strategies for addressing climate change for a given context. Within path dependency, there
may be instances of adaptation inaction or maladaptation that create “lock-in." Lock-in describes how rules,
land-use patterns, and infrastructure can lock a system into a trajectory thatis costly to change (Abel et al., 2011).
When certain actions are implemented on top of existing structures or an adaptation opportunity is missed, it
is not only potentially locked in for its lifecycle, but the surrounding values, knowledge, and institutions tend to
continue to uphold and reproduce that trajectory (Meynard et al., 2018). In a similar vein to collaborative planning,
Garrelts and Lange (2011) propose that process-oriented bottom-up approaches can help tackle the spatial and
temporal complexities among diverse actors posed by path dependency.

However, climate change adaptation is in many ways fundamentally different from adapting to climate impacts
on winter sports tourism, where the existential threat from climate impacts is imposed on an economy from
which a space is built rather than the space on which the economy depends, for the former. Thus, in planning for
futures of ski-reliant communities, we are particularly concerned with creating pathways for social and econom-
ic sustainability (Gill and Williams, 2018). To clarify the meaning behind the word ‘territory,’ we adopt the approach
as defined by Pachoud, Koop and George (2022). The authors explain the concept of the territoire rooted in French
geography (Lajarge and Sadoux, 2023) as an interaction between its material, institutional, and ideal dimensions,
which serves as a framework for understanding how human activities shape and are shaped by multi-scalar
contexts. The authors argue that although geography scholars tend to use the concept to understand dynamics
of a territory over short time spans, the concept can also be used to understand potential pathways toward
sustainability. The three dimensions can thus help us understand the dynamic nature of the territory: the mate-
rial, which includes all physical human and non-human elements like resources, infrastructure, and land use; the
institutional dimension, which encompasses the formal and informal structures of governance whose role is to
organise and manage space while balancing social interests; and the ideal dimension that reflects the cultural,
emotional, and social values ascribed to a space by its inhabitants (ibid).

In this paper, we explore the question of inertial forces in the territory that act to either resist or direct change.
Mahoney (2000) describes social inertia as processes that are set into motion towards a particular outcome that
stay in motion and continue to track that outcome. Some explain the persistence of social structures in terms
of reproduction, in that institutions reproduce themselves over time for social stability, causing self-reinforce-
ment that resists directional changes, even if the status quo is unsuitable for the present or future (Barnett et
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al., 2015; Brulle and Norgaard, 2019). There are a number of case studies in the literature that name inertia as an
impediment to adaptation action, especially related to the persistence of modernist engineering approaches in
institutional cultures and development regimes of territories (Harries and Penning-Rowsell, 2011; Taylor, 2016;
Meng et al., 2022; Robert, Quercy and Schleyer-Lindenmann, 2023). For this paper, we are particularly interested
in the framework laid out by Munck af Rosenschdld, Rozema and Frye-Levine (2014) that connects the concept of
inertia to new intuitionalist literature, which we will describe further in Section 3.3.

3.2. Where does “economics” fit in?

Hagimont (2020) describes the case of the development of tourism in the French Pyrénées with the onset of ski
tourism to illustrate, on the one hand, the commodification of the human-nature relationship, and on the other
hand, the disconnection of all that is less desirable in such a relationship (as rural life in the mountains at the
turn of the 20th century was a hard living). The early successes of ski tourism set the stage for viewing mountain
territories as areas that could be planned, controlled, and commaodified, and no doubt contributed to solidifying
the imaginaries supportive of the planification of mountain territories for ski tourism in the mid-20th century
via the Plans Neige. Indeed, with the building of transport infrastructure and mechanised snow management
equipment, the very relationship with snow for mountain residents radically transformed for many mountain
residents from an encumbrance to a potential source of revenue. The heritage of the Plans Neige has ensured
France as a major international ski destination (2nd to the United States) with mountain tourism accounting for
more than 20% of the overnights stays even as visitor numbers have been in the decline for the past decade (Cour
de comptes, 2024).

In contrast, Vindevoghel (2024) describes a 21st century view of rural mountain areas of France providing a key
opportunity for reconnecting the human-nature relationship towards sustainable transitions in order to move
past the legacy created by the Plans Neige. However, the commodification of snow for now is still a major eco-
nomic mechanism for many mountain communities. Complicating matters further, France has a specific system
of ski area governance. Unlike many countries, which have fully or mostly privately operated and managed ski
resorts, France considers ski lifts a form of public service. As a result, local authorities with ski areas choose to
either manage their own ski area or delegate management to a private entity via a process known as a public
service delegation (Cour de comptes, 2024). Therefore, local authorities may be eligible for subsidies under public
policy schemes regardless of their size or financial viability. Public funding for tourist activities shifts costs from
users to taxpayers, raising legal concerns about financing public industrial services, financial risks for authorities
if businesses fail, and questions about the appropriateness of public spending (ibid).

France's model of treating ski lift equipment as public service infrastructure, necessitates decision-making
across the material, institutional, and ideal dimensions. For example, a private owner and operator of ski lift
equipment might prioritize operational decisions based primarily on demand and return on investment—keeping
decision-making largely within the material dimension—as is the case in the North American ski resorts (Knowles,
2019). Ski lift equipment as public infrastructure introduces additional institutional and societal considerations
that shape governance beyond pure market forces. Where market forces play a downsized role, institutional and
ideal dimensions can play a large role in driving decisions about the future of ski lift equipment. Thus, planning
for the future of French ski resort towns better fits under the framework of new institutional economics and un-
derstanding the associated transaction costs of planning (Shahab, 2022). As Alexander (1992) explains, economic
and political markets they represent an aggregate of self-interested decisions; however, interorganisational sys-
tems need planning because transaction costs are inherently high.

3.3. Evaluating territorial inertia

Since market decisions are not the key decision-making mechanism for French ski resorts, understanding inertial
forces can a useful guide to planning, especially where there is not concrete objective. Munck af Rosenschdld,
Rozema and Frye-Levine (2014) offer a framewaork pulling from new institutional literature to understand insti-
tutional inertia and climate change policy implications. The authors define five mechanisms producing institu-
tional inertia: costs, uncertainty, path dependence, power, and legitimacy. In this paper, we examine how inertia
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presents itself in the case of a ski resort village. We first make the case that the decision for the future of the ski
lift equipment is not solely a cost-benefit ratio decision. We describe a collaborative planning process under-
way that enables collective decision-making over the future of the ski lift equipment and, beyond that, how the
community wishes to define the future habitability of their village. We use the framework outlined in Table 1 to
evaluate inertia, with collaborative planning as a strategy to mitigate inertial forces.

Table 1. Five mechanisms of institutional inertia and collaborative as a potential strategy to address them.

Adapted from Munck af Rosenschdld, Rozema and Frye-Levine (2014).

Inertia generating mechanism

Collaborative planning strategy

Costs - coordination expenses and other transaction costs
that can be less visible but discourage action

Although coordination expenses may increase in the
short-term, shared resources can reduce overall transac-
tion costs and coordinated efforts can reduce long-term
monetary costs.

Uncertainty - incomplete information that rationalises post-
ponement of action

Bringing diverse stakeholders together allows for a broad-
er exchange of knowledge, making risks clearer and alle-
viating hesitation to action.

Path dependence - self-reinforcing mechanisms that
lock institutions into past decisions, technological systems,
practices, and discursive frameworks, making change difficult
despite evolving challenges

Collaborative planning enables institutions to assess and
challenge entrenched practices, opening pathways for
innovation and reducing reliance on outdated systems or
practices.

Power - embedded in social structures, relationships, and
discursive frameworks that reinforce institutional arrange-
ments, making resistance to change a result of entrenched
interests rather than rational calculations

As multi-stakeholder processes, collaborative planning
can challenge dominant interests that resist change and
create momentum for more equitable strategies.

Legitimacy - institutional norms and power structures de-
termine which climate policies are accepted or resisted, often
reinforcing existing economic and political interests instead of

Consensus-driven approaches build trust and reinforce
the legitimacy of climate policies, ensuring they are widely
accepted and implemented rather than dismissed or

driving meaningful change blocked by political or economic interests.

These mechanisms of territorial inertia either reinforce resistance to change, favouring the status quo, or can
diminish in favour of transitioning to a changed state. This dynamic can be expressed as:

Where represents the sum of inertial forces. For a territorial transition to occur, inertial forces must reach a crit-
ical mass!, leading to a directional inversion toward change:

At this threshold, transition becomes the favoured course of action, where there is no longer enough resistance
to maintain the territorial status quo. However, as long as the path dependency, power, and legitimacy are each
greater in the status quo than that of the potential changed state, and conversely, if the costs and uncertainty in
the status quo are each less than that of a changed state, the status quo is favoured. The inertial forces within the
same territorial state can accordingly be represented as the sum of costs (C), uncertainty (U), path dependency
(D), power (P), and legitimacy (L):

1 Territorial changes may unfold over years or decades. For example, in the case of the transition of mountain areas in
France transitioning from summer to winter destination (Figure 1), there was an amalgamation of many events that led to this over-
all transition.
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Applying this framework can help identify forces that may be contributing to the territorial resistance to change,
even where transition would otherwise, from an outsider’s perspective, be the logical course of action.

4. Case Study

4.1. Research context: Saint-Pierre-de-Chartreuse/Le Planolet

Located in the Alps of Southeastern France, Saint-Pierre-de-Chartreuse-Le Planolet (SPC) is a mid-mountain ski
resort community with a population of less than 1000 residents (INSEE, 2023). SPC is located in the Chartreuse
Mountains about 25 km north of the City of Grenoble and about 35 km south of Chambéry. As with many ski com-
munities in France, SPC started to develop in the early 20" century and became a ski resort village in the 1950s,
with major re-investments in the 1980s and 90s. The area features 26 trails covering 35 km, served by 14 ski lifts
and three access points, with altitudes ranging from 900m to 1789m at the Scia summit. As a mid-sized resort
with a capacity of nearly 3,000 persons per kilometre per hour, it caters to both families and seasoned skiers.

However, several metrics indicate a delicate financial situation. Over the past 15 years (2015-2023), the ski resort
attained an average annual revenue of €1.4 million, with a peak of €2 million during the particularly snowy winter
of 2008-09. Between 2015 and 2020, it recorded an average of 130,000 skier-days per season, while the domain
was operational for an average of 73 days per year. Despite these figures, the resort faces a negative operating
leger, burdened by €2 million in loan repayments, worsened by an aging lift system with high maintenance costs
and an oversized fleet compared to similar resorts (Chambre régionale des comptes, 2023).

Furthermore, regional plans create a contradictory structure for economic diversification in the face of climate
change. SPC is located within the Auvergne-Rhéne-Alpes administrative region (AURA), which provides oversight
and planning for the broader regional area in coordination with local entities. Climate change adaptation efforts
in the AURA region overwhelmingly prioritise snow security and winter activity safety, with nearly three-quarters
of its funding commitments directed toward maintaining ski resort viability rather than diversifying tourism
options. For instance, the Region’s Mountain Plan (2016-2021) allocates €49.8 million for snow security and €4.5
million for tourism diversification. Similarly, while the Tourism Plan emphasises diversification, its focus on valley
areas where there is one or more resorts means that a majority of its budget goes towards ski resorts. Given the
high costs of ski infrastructure maintenance, it is reasonable that a significant portion of the budget is allocated
to its upkeep; however, this continued investment reinforces a persistent focus on traditional winter tourism (i.e.,
reinforces path dependency) rather than broader adaptation strategies (Chambre régionale des comptes, 2024).

The SPC ski resort has long struggled to establish stability, with some investments proving unsuitable for the
station's scale and capabilities. The municipality of SPC is one of 17 that make up the Communauté de com-
munes Cceur de Chartreuse (CCCC), an intercommunal federation of municipalities. Over the past 20 years, the ski
area's management has shifted between local authorities, joint public operations, and private operators, testing
various governance models before returning to control under the CCCC in 2023. In fact, the Regional Chamber of
Accounts for AURA conducted an audit of the management of the Saint-Pierre de Chartreuse-Planolet ski area
syndicate for the period 2009 to 2014 (before the CCCC took oversight) (Chambre régionale des comptes, 2016).
According to the report, the financial situation of the SPC ski area syndicate at the time was already exceedingly
precarious, with debt levels exceeding 18 years of gross self-financing capacity and making it nearly impossible
to secure loans for necessary future upgrades and maintenance of its outdated infrastructure. These financial
difficulties had already emerged during the previous syndicate's management of the ski area, ultimately leading
to its dissolution and the transfer of authority to the CCCC.

Although five ski lifts are currently not in service, they still impose financial obligations due to ongoing loan and
insurance costs. However, restoring them to operational status and ensuring compliance with regulations comes
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with a hefty price tag (Table 2). While management by the CCCC enables a broader territorial view?, they lack the
financial resources to support the ski lift deficits of SPC and has yet to devise a clear plan for either adapting
or ending operations. Today, the local community has embraced a collective planning effort to confront their
climate realities and economic pressures linked to the uncertainty of ski operations. This case highlights the co-
existence—and at times, strong opposition—between forces of resistance to change and transformation, while
demonstrating the importance of collective planning in reshaping actors' imaginaries about transitions before
implementing conflict-minimizing adaptive actions.

Table 2. Out-of-commission ski lifts in the SPC ski area and their associated situations (figures presented at a
public meeting in Saint-Pierre-de-Chartreuse, 6 December 2024).

Ski lift Current situation Re-commissioning costs and procedures
Scia chairlift | * Not in use since March 2020 Estimated re-commissioning costs at €350,000

*  Suspension of operation

»  Safety order, March 2026
Essarts * Notin use since March 2020 Estimated re-commissioning costs at €820,000 (without
gondola lift e  Suspension of operation an update of equipment)

»  Safety order, March 2025
Fraisses * Not in use since March 2020 At least the major inspections order of 2022 and 2023
chairlift need to be implemented
Combe * Not in use since February 2023 | For a return to service: completion of inspections order,
de I'Ours *  Major inspections order over 3 years: compliance audit, and tower diagnostics. Remaining
chairlift phase 1 completed in 2022, phases 2 and | cost of order and re-commissioning estimated at over

3 incomplete €400,000

4.2. A collaborative planning effort (La Montagne Autrement 2030)

The Montagne Autrement 2030 initiative, spearheaded by local authorities including the CCCC and the municipal-
ities of SPC and Saint-Pierre-d’'Entremont (SPE), has provided a platform for reflecting on the future of the ski do-
main amid the challenging context outlined in section 4.1. This collaborative initiative stands out as a distinctive
and exemplary approach to territorial transitioning, conceived in response to the financial difficulties of the SPC
ski domain and the declining snowfall at mid-altitude. A bottom-up effort in 2020 debuted this effort, which has
brought together various stakeholders—including local public actors, residents, business owners, and economic
actors—to discuss not only the future of the ski area but also the broader evolution of the local tourism offering.
Through sustained dialogue, this diverse coalition of participants has explored ways to shape a tourism model
that aligns with emerging challenges and opportunities (Figure 2). As part of this effort, the EU-funded Interreg
TranStat project (Transitions to Sustainable Ski Tourism in the Alps of Tomorrow)® designated SPC as a ‘Living
Lab," actively exploring innovative strategies in climate adaptation and sustainable tourism, where the project
seeks to promote new models of Alpine development and transition in the face of changing climate. The TranStat
project aims to helping provide the collaborative effort with information about economic realities, environmental
concerns, and evolving visitor expectations.

2 In the CCCC territory, there are a range of Alpine and Nordic resorts, several of which are managed by associations
through delegated management or private operators (e.g., Le Granier, Les Egaux).
3 https://lwww.alpine-space.eu/project/transtat/
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Figure 2. A facilitator-artist’s rendering of the collaborative planning process, La Montagne Autrement 2030.
lllustration by Claire Simon.

This collaborative process ultimately led to a scaled-down ski domain, now managed by two separate entities
under public service delegations, marking a pivotal shift in the governance model. The association Nouvelles
Traces en Chartreuse has taken charge of five ski lifts in Le Planolet sector, while the private operator Stass' man-
ages five lifts in the Essarts sector, both under five-year agreements. The decision not to reopen the chairlifts
and cable car was driven by financial constraints, as the costs of inspections and refurbishment far exceeded
available funding. However, the CCCC has now commissioned a feasibility study to explore the sale and disman-
tling of these lifts, aiming to ease financial strain and ensure long-term economic viability. This transition reflects
a broader shift toward a four-season tourism model, prioritising sustainability, cost reduction, and adaptability.
The ongoing debate among stakeholders—between those who view the closures as an opportunity to innovate
and those who struggle to let go of the past—illustrates the deep emotional attachment to traditional ski opera-
tions, requiring a transformation of imaginaries to embrace new possibilities.

Beyond infrastructure adjustments, the Chartreuse region has embarked on a broader ecological transition,
seeking to redefine its tourism identity amid climate uncertainty. This vision-building effort is exemplified by
the Chartreuse a +4°C initiative, launched building on the work of the TranStat project and La Montagne Au-
trement 2030, which brings together scientists, policymakers, and local residents to collectively reimagine life
in the mountain territory under a +4°C scenario. A participatory event held in 2025, fostered discussions on

4468




0 AE50P 2025

A.‘:i'!\ CONGRESS

Istanbul, 7-11July ~ (BDAESOP L& YTU Bz

adaptation strategies, exploring alternative economic models, environmental conservation efforts, and the fu-
ture of mountain landscapes through design fiction workshops. These efforts reflect an intentional shift toward
integrating local knowledge, science, and community engagement, ensuring that transitions are inclusive and
forward-thinking rather than reactive. The transformation of actors’ imaginaries—encouraging stakeholders to
visualise new futures beyond the reality of today—is crucial to building a resilient, adaptive Chartreuse, where
tourism can flourish year-round while preserving both economic stability and ecological integrity.

4.3. Beyond the numbers: the ‘invisible’ costs of adaptation

Taking a simplified view of the situation in Saint-Pierre-de-Chartreuse (SPC), focusing primarily on financial con-
siderations. The real monetary costs of maintaining the status quo—keeping the ski lift equipment non-opera-
tional—are significantly higher than dismantling and selling the infrastructure. Likewise, recommissioning the
lifts would not provide a long-term return on investment, yet some stakeholders still advocate for reopening
them. If we consider only financial aspects, the logical course of action would be dismantling and selling the ski
equipment, as such:

However, since this decision has not yet been made, other inertial forces—beyond costs—are clearly influencing
the continuation of the status quo. In terms of status quo (SQ) versus change (Ch), this suggests (building on sec-
tion 3.3):

Or:

Since Cgq-Ccn is net positive, given that dismantling and selling the ski lifts is the least cost-depleting option,
financial logic alone would dictate their removal. However, the decision remains unresolved, suggesting that
other forces in the status quo (left-hand side) have a greater overall value. It should be recognised that the costs
associated with the ski equipment represent the most significant tangible financial burden compared to other
expenses borne by various local actors. However, additional costs also play a role, such as the time and resourc-
es invested in the collaborative planning efforts, which require coordination across multiple stakeholders. Fur-
thermore, decisions about the ski lifts have a cascading effect, influencing economic structures that still rely on
these assets in various ways. While these inertial forces related to institutional and individual actors could be
examined as well, the focus here remains on how broader financial and socio-economic dynamics shape deci-
sion-making within the territory.

Beyond financial constraints, uncertainty is a key factor, closely tied to the future climate and socio-economic
scenarios. The TranStat project seeks to reduce these uncertainties, offering knowledge on climate impacts and
socio-economic implications of different pathways. Similarly, publicly provided cost data helps mitigate financial
uncertainties, offering stakeholders greater clarity. Legitimacy, in turn, is tied to uncertainty—the status quo is
familiar, making it inherently legitimate. The collaborative planning effort and the transparent dissemination of
information serve to enhance legitimacy, a crucial factor in securing socio-institutional support for transition. In
SPC, this process has been bottom-up, placing the decision of legitimacy in the hands of the public, rather than
solely policymakers. This also connects to power dynamics. By fostering a bottom-up decision-making model,
local leadership acknowledges the role of legitimacy in community-led planning while also distributing power
among local actors. In contrast, other ski resorts may experience heavy lobbying pressures, which do not seem
prevalent in SPC. Historically, initiatives like the Plans Neige followed a top-down model, where State power was
used to push through ski resort development. Finally, path dependency plays a significant role in shaping this
process. The legacy of the ski domain—its historical role, socio-economic ties, and ingrained expectations—con-
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tinues to exert influence, reinforcing resistance to change even when economic logic suggests otherwise. Even
still, the Chartreuse a +4° demonstrated that ski does not have a strong presence, if any, in the residents’ long-
term vision of the habitability of their community.

5. Concluding Remarks: Inertial Forces as an Impediment to Transitions

The evolution of mountain territories has long been shaped by the collective imaginary built around ski resorts
and their associated economies, a legacy reinforced by decades of investment and infrastructure planning. How-
ever, as financial difficulties, shifting environmental conditions, and uncertain transition models challenge the
future viability of these ski domains, the question of territorial inertia becomes central to understanding the pace
and feasibility of change. Factors such as economic debt, social ties, and environmental impact contribute to this
inertia, making transitions complex and slow-moving. The key to facilitating successful planning efforts lies in
identifying critical moments along the trajectory of these stations—moments where intervention could have
the greatest impact in overcoming inertia and steering toward a more sustainable model. Without this strategic
foresight, planning efforts risk being reactive rather than proactive, limiting their chances of meaningful success.

The interplay between transaction costs and local imaginaries further illustrates why change remains contest-
ed. In Saint-Pierre-de-Chartreuse, for instance, the financial burden of maintaining non-operational ski lifts out-
weighs the cost of dismantling them, yet this purely economic reasoning does not dictate outcomes. Instead,
the cultural and emotional significance of the ski infrastructure continues to carry as much weight as structured
planning efforts, leading some to describe this phase as a grieving period rather than a transition. While per-
ceived transaction costs often constrain change, cases like Chartreuse a +4°C reveal that when residents are
freed from immediate financial concerns and encouraged to imagine the future without real-world limitations,
they engage with transition more fluidly. These two collaborative efforts highlight a broader truth: successful
adaptation requires both pragmatic planning and a transformation of collective imaginaries embedded in ter-
ritorial transitions. Moving beyond incremental shifts, communities must consider what timescales allow tran-
sitions to occur without being stalled by inertia yet remain tangible enough to be actionable within present-day
realities.
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